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I. INTRODUCTION - MISSION EXPERIENCE AND CHALLENGES OF THE 
GOSPEL MESSAGE
Life in urban, poor neighborhoods raises many questions about the 
church’s theology of mission as “Encounter and Dialogue for Justice and Peace-
Building.” The violent context in which many people live and their lack of faith 
in the formal justice system challenge us to examine new ways to proclaim the 
Gospel as a liberating force that fosters human dignity and converts hearts. I have 
always struggled with questions as to how to truly live gospel values in a world so 
torn apart by violence, poverty and injustice. In living and working as a Maryknoll 
Lay Missioner in São Paulo, Brazil for 18 years, I accompanied  communities and, 
especially in the last 9 years, pastoral agents, staff, and inmates in the prison system. 
Experiencing the deep spirituality and faith of many of the Brazilian people 
and seeing sinful structures up close lead me to reflect upon how we as a church 
and society respond to the call of the gospel to justice and right relationships, 
love, mercy, and reconciliation. Have we watered down the gospel to conform 
to structures that contribute to the marginalization of people and that lack the 
dialogue necessary for peace-building?
The news is full of stories of violence and exclusion, whether it is societal, 
political, or familial. We see how the cycle of violence is repeated where the victim of 
aggression, many times, becomes an offender in some way. This cycle is propagated 
by the media as well as other groups in their portrayal of a “strong” person as one 
who is harsh in judgement or takes revenge. Individual and collective traumas can 
lead to “an eye for an eye” or a sense of hopelessness.  In some ways, we can see this 
in the current political process in the U.S. and other countries.
The gospel passages related to forgiveness and love of enemies and the 
example of the life of Jesus confront us with different values as to what it means to 
be strong. Luke 6: 37 exhorts us: “Do not judge and you will not be judged.  Do not 
condemn and you will not be condemned. Forgive and you will be forgiven.” The 
parable of the unmerciful servant in Matthew 18: 21-35 begins with the question: 
“Lord, how many times must I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? 
Up to seven times?”  Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven 
times.” 
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What does missiology say to a situation where the majority of the 
population is Christian and many do not believe that forgiveness and 
justice are truly possible? 
Missio Dei, God’s presence and involvement in and with the world, compels 
us to work to change all that is not of the Gospel.   In our daily mission work we 
saw instance after instance of injustice and exclusion in the neighborhood, school, 
and judicial system. The reality of daily life of so many people demands that they 
submit to “harshness,” whether it be poverty,  overcrowded buses,  exclusion from 
social services or dealing with drug gangs and all kinds of violence.  It is not enough 
to listen and console; we are called to work to change the structures that contribute 
to this reality and to find new ways to build peace. Jesus proclaimed and worked 
toward fundamental changes in the society of his day. David Bosch1  reminds us 
of the ethical and social thrust of the transformative mission of Jesus as indicated 
in Luke 4:18: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 
to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the 
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free.” How can we 
live out this message given the punishment and revenge model that is so rampant 
in our societies?  Are there alternatives to this model?  
II.  APPROACH AND METHODOLOGIES
At the Popular Education and Human Rights Center in São Paulo - 
Brazil, my colleagues and I developed a program “Forgiveness and Restorative 
Justice” so as to indicate that justice and forgiveness are not exclusive of each 
other and that they are achievable.  The ministry approach that we applied was 
a dialogical, participative process that worked with real issues within the context 
of people’s lives and experiences. One methodology used in the program is based 
on a process developed by the Fundación para la Reconciliación (Foundation 
for Reconciliation) in Bogota, Columbia. This process, ESPERE, or Schools of 
Forgiveness and Reconciliation, works with all kinds of communities and groups 
and is now in 15 countries. Its founder, Leonel Narvaez Gomez is a Consolata 
Missionary priest who worked with communities in Kenya and Colombia where 
1 Bosch, David J. Transforming Mission-Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, 
Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1991.
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he saw the same dynamic of violence among nomadic rural tribes and urban groups 
in conflict. 
ESPERE is a process that works to deconstruct memories based on 
narratives of hurt, anger, hatred, and revenge in a “safe” collective space so that these 
memories can be deconstructed. Through experiential encounters and reflection, 
another narrative can be constructed, one that includes a new way of seeing others 
and the world.  This healing and experience of community opens participants up to 
catharsis, a change of heart, which can lead to empathy and forgiveness.   
Components of Restorative Justice
My colleagues and I built upon this process and added concepts and practices 
of Restorative Justice. In contrast to the current retributive model of punishment, 
Restorative Justice proposes a different way of responding to wrongdoing.
a. It focuses on who has been harmed and how best to repair this   
  harm. 
b. It is concerned with restoring victims and the community to a   
  healthy state. 
c. It begins with the offender taking responsibility for an action and  
  gives space for the victim to speak about the effect of the conflict/ 
             crime in his/her life.  
d. Restorative Justice works for rehabilitation of the offender and      
  the process includes all of those affected by the conflict. 
e. It focuses on  truth-telling which includes individual and 
 collective responsibility.  
f. Circles take place in a community setting and the hope is for   
  reintegration of the victim and offender and all involved in the
             conflict. Through respectful dialogue, peace can be built.  
Our program “Forgiveness and Restorative Justice” helps participants to 
rethink and rebuild concepts of “forgiveness,” “truth,” and “justice.”  Our experience 
shows us that most people are dissatisfied with the punishment-vengeance model 
but don’t see another way to bring about a just-justice for all in a non-violent way. 
The fact that we use the term “just-justice” indicates how pervasive is the belief 
by many that “true justice” cannot and does not take place. Many times, we heard, 
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“I don’t believe in justice” or “Only God can forgive.” Our experience with folks 
who live in vulnerable situations illustrates the importance of self-forgiveness/
forgiveness and a real justice process so that they are not  paralyzed by guilt, blame, 
anger, and/or hatred. Spirituality is an integral part of the program and interwoven 
in it. In respectful encounters that recognize the human dignity of each person, 
borders are crossed that lead to an experience of our interconnectedness with each 
other, which many times leads to empathy and compassion. This “conversion of 
heart” comes from a real-life experience and process and not only from reading 
and reflection. An experience of seeing the other as truly my brother or sister helps 
people move forward in life and break free from the cycle of violence. 
We worked on this program with educators, social workers, NGOs, youth, 
church groups, diocesan priests, inmates, and the prison pastors throughout Brazil. 
Participants in our program commit to becoming “multipliers” of forgiveness and 
restorative justice and, where possible, work to change unjust public policies. This is an 
important aspect of our program, a recognition that there is individual responsibility 
but also collective responsibility of the state and social service projects, especially in 
regards to treatment of adolescent offenders or adult inmates who live horrific 
conditions.
III. CASE STUDIES AND THEIR CONNECTIONS TO CHRISTIAN VALUES 
AND MISSIOLOGICAL CONCEPTS
I will now present a brief vignette of five case studies:
Case One:  Working with one’s own anger and grief
Renata and Andrea are two young women who were deeply traumatized by 
their father’s murder on the streets of São Paulo. Both women stopped participating 
in their Church community because of their inability to truly pray the phrase of the 
“Our Father – forgive us our trespasses as we forgive others.” Their suffering was 
compounded by their experience of guilt in feeling rage and a desire for revenge for 
the perpetrator. Both women found themselves estranged from their own family 
and the community.  Renata had worked as a catechist and, in her words, “My 
life became a torment.” The Forgiveness and Restorative Justice process helped 
her to elaborate and work with her anger and grief. Today, Renata is a different 
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person, very involved in her community and a coordinator of a children’s project 
that teaches them the forgiveness and justice process. In her words, “Learning to 
forgive gave me back my life. I want to help others escape this horrible cycle of 
violence and revenge.”
Case Two:  Dialogical  encounter with the other
Dona Cida’s only son was murdered as he was returning home from work. 
In a neighborhood where very few crimes are investigated, Dona Cida’s grief was 
overwhelming in the face of this senseless killing. She wanted answers to her son’s 
death. The police and her own family pressured her to “leave it alone…it is better 
not to know.” Dona Cida met the young man arrested for the death of her  son 
and learned from him that he had been robbed of important work documents and 
thought that it was her son who stole them. It was a case of mistaken identity. He 
begged for forgiveness. In Dona Cida’s words: “In that moment, I saw another 
young man just like my son and was able to forgive.” It was through this forgiveness 
process that Dona Cida indicates that she was later able to stop her son’s friends 
from taking revenge, stating that “This will not bring back the life of my son.” 
Dona Cida’s decision to choose compassion happened in a dialogical encounter 
with “the other,” an encounter where respect, responsibility, and compassion were 
born.  Today, she is a community leader in a neighborhood social project.  
Case Three: Breaking down the image of “the other”
Bia and Paulo are adolescents who were involved in an incident of 
cyberbullying. The case centered on the deep hurt and anger of Bia, the young girl 
who suffered from a video posted on Youtube.  Her mother, Diana, reported the 
incident to a number of police stations in the hope that Paulo would be arrested and 
made to “suffer greatly for what he did….locked up forever.” Diana had created an 
image of Paulo as a “horrible monster” who “should never be forgiven and can await 
the greatest punishment from God.” In the restorative process, Diana and Bia came 
to see him as a young man who admitted his error, accepted responsibility for his 
action and desired to repair the harm in some way. The encounter broke down the 
“image of the other” and changed Diana’s focus on punishment and revenge as the 
way to deal with this conflict.  It even led to a sense of solidarity and community 
among  the family participants.  In Diana’s words, “I can now move on.”  Bia herself 
stated, “I feel so relieved that this is over. I feel like a weight was lifted from me.”
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Case Four:  Hearing the other’s story
Victor is an adolescent arrested for a car-hijacking. After completing time 
in a juvenile detention center, he encountered Raquel, the victim of the hijacking, 
by chance in the neighborhood. We wo  rked with him to begin a restorative justice 
process. Raquel agreed to the process and stated that “Even knowing that Victor 
was punished, I felt no peace. I wanted to know why this happened to me.” The 
results of the process are summed up in Raquel’s final words:
“I believe in change and that you, Victor, have your whole life in front of 
you.  Hearing your story, I believe that you were more of a victim in this perverse 
system of punishment. Today has helped me to overcome this trauma. Go after 
your life and search for a new story.  It would be good if your mother were here so 
that she could be proud of you, of your courage to come here today.  Your courage 
brought me here today.  I even want to participate in your new story.  I invite you 
to register at our school.”
Case Five: Collective responsibility
Staff of a school where a young child drowned were traumatized.  The teacher 
accused of negligence left the school immediately after the young child was found, 
stating that “my life is over.”  However, in the process, it became clear that there were 
many others with some responsibility: those who took the fence down surrounding 
the lake where the child drowned, those who complained about it but said nothing, 
the assistant teacher who was also not present with the children, etc. This sense 
of collective responsibility is key to our process. In retributive justice, individual 
responsibility is the focus.  In varied cases, including this one, it became clear that 
the teacher alone was not individually responsible. The child’s grandmother was a 
staff member of the school and was a key figure in the forgiveness and restorative 
process. When her adult sons wanted to burn down the school she was able to 
pacify them, “This will not bring back my grandchild.” In some way, those who 
participated in the process were able to cross over the borders that divided them 
from each other and to see in the eyes of the other a mirror of themselves. 
The cases illustrate how “mission as encounter” can heal hurt, anger, and hatred. 
A grace or energy bigger than the individuals is created that helps compassion to be 
reborn. The transformations that took place among the community members involved 
in these processes were hopeful. Participants talked about how they understood 
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justice, truth, and forgiveness in a new way.  Members helped to integrate the victim 
and offender back into the community. Repair of the harm was decided among those 
involved in the conflict and reintegration of all was a priority. The “offenders,” many 
times, commented that “in this process they felt respected and could really tell the 
truth about the situation.” No one was advising them to “plead innocent and not say 
anything.”  As one inmate at a woman’s prison asked, “With this process, I don’t have 
to lie in front of the judge?”  Offenders also talked about how, with this process, they 
could see the impact of what they had done, work to repair the harm and have community 
support to move forward with their lives.
The “victims” talked about how light they felt after being able to share 
their pain with the person who caused it. Doing this, and knowing that the other 
has listened and wants to repair the harm in some way helps victims to be able to 
see the  other as a human being who also has a story. One victim whose son was 
murdered was advised by others to be harsh and unforgiving, exacting in demanding 
punishment. She commented that when she  met the offender’s mother, “In that 
moment, I saw someone who was just like me, poor, hard-working, and trying to do 
her best for her children.”
Extended  Forgiveness and Restorative Justice Training in Alternative 
Community Settings
All of us face ordinary life traumas and, many times, carry a  heaviness in our 
heart and soul.  These unresolved hurts and angers can cause a lack of compassion 
and solidarity.  In addition to formal restorative processes, we have given courses 
and workshops to all kinds of groups (homeless people, priests and ministers, local 
neighborhood groups, etc.) Our experience shows that the path to forgiveness and 
a “just” justice that restores people is attractive to many in our world today. These 
processes are not easy but they tap into people’s dissatisfaction and sadness with 
the status quo. The focus on collective responsibility has helped us to foster the use 
of these practices in public institutions as well. This is an uphill battle.  As Murilo, 
a state public prosecutor, stated, “This course has shown me a new way to deal with 
violence. Along with theory, it deals with lived experiences of us as individuals 
and expands to the collective,  showing how dealing with violence can and should 
occur in the public sphere.  As a result of this formation, we now have proposals 
for changes in public policy related to crime, prisons, and adolescent offenders.” 
As the staff member of a prison in São Paulo stated, “I want to participate in this 
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process of Forgiveness and Restorative Justice. I’ve seen the change in these men 
(inmates).”   Other comments include this statement by Ricardo: “I was a very 
vengeful person. I learned this from my family. I am now an inmate in this prison 
because of what I did.  In this course, I learned that violence and revenge are not 
the answer.  I’d like to repair the harm that I caused in some way.” Seu José, a 78 
year old inmate in a prison said: “I wouldn’t be here today had I known earlier what 
I learned and experienced  here.” 
I believe that the Gospel calls us to work to create communal environments 
where each person is respected, has a voice and is listened to by others.  Part of our 
work includes the creation of a safe space where small groups of people grapple 
with what they have suffered and done, no matter how large or small.  This first 
step in building a “community” is healing and empowering.  It helps to deconstruct 
hopelessness and, at the same time, awakens energy to move forward in life.  What 
transforms human hearts?  The Gospel mandate to  love includes the hallmarks of 
forgiveness, conversion, and inclusion.
IV.  CONCLUDING STATEMENTS
Raimon Pannikar speaks of “dialogical dialogue” that leads to recognizing 
difference but also points to what we have in common, which in the end 
produces mutual fecundation. Dialogue, for him, is not a “luxury for humankind, 
it is something absolutely necessary…a deep-reaching human dialogue that is 
a joint search since wisdom consists in being able to listen.”2 In our work with 
“Forgiveness and Restorative Justice,” the outcome is unknown. However, the 
soil in these methodologies is fertile soil for expression, listening, and dialogue. 
Pannikar reminds us that, “Life is a risk; adventure is radical innovation; creation 
comes about day after day, it is something absolutely new and unforeseeable.”3 Out 
of pain and suffering can come hope, the hope that is born in encounters  that can 
lead to a liberating process for all. This, to me, is a big part of the heart of mission: 
to proclaim a God of life to transform the world by the building up of, in Pope Paul 
VI’s words, a civilization of  love. 
2 Raimon Pannikar. Mística comparada? Madrid: VVAA La mística en el siglo 
XXI, 2002.
3 Raimon Pannikar. Cultural Disarmament: The Way to Peace, Westminster: Knox 
Press, 1995.
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The experience of the mysterious Divine can be seen in each of these 
processes where compassion was born through solidarity and recognition that we 
are all brothers and sisters. Walls that divided human beings from each other were 
crossed in a way that followed the parables and storytelling of Jesus. Truth is seen 
as more than just the “cold facts” but is rather experienced in the way of Jesus 
who saw much more in Mary Magdalen or Zaccheus, the tax collector. A grace or 
presence bigger than the individual parts allowed compassion and forgiveness (what 
is not “logically possible”) to be born. This “inbreaking of God’s reign of mercy 
and justice and reconciliation recognizes the dignity and the tragedy of the human 
person.  It is always an invitation to a faith community.”4   
As a Maryknoll Lay Missioner whose mission vision is to help to create 
a more just and compassionate world, I truly believe that I have seen the birth of 
real justice and compassion in this work.  Something sacramental happens in the 
process and “metanoia” can happen for all involved.  I have heard a victim state 
in the beginning of the process, “I will never forgive.  This person will pay dearly 
for what they have done.” The final agreement was one of restored relationships, 
forgiveness, and repair of the harm. Perhaps it truly is possible to taste on earth a 
bit of the vision of Isaiah 6:
“Then the wolf shall be a guest of the lamb, and the leopard shall 
lie down with the young goat; the calf and the young lion shall 
browse together.”
With increased levels of violence and conflict in our world, may we take risks to 
create anew the Gospel message in light of the harsh reality for so many people 
in our world.  May  our eyes be opened to see that, in the words of Pope Francis, 
“God’s mercy can make even the driest land become a garden, can restore life to dry 
bones (cf. Ez 37:1-14). ... Let us be renewed by God’s mercy… let us become agents 
of this mercy, channels through which God can water the earth, protect all creation 
and make justice and peace flourish.”5  May we participate in a mission of dialogue 
in order to support actions for human flourishing and to build peace!
4 Pope Francis.  Easter Urbi et Orbi Message, Vatican, 2013.
5 Pope Francis.  Easter Urbi et Orbi Message, Vatican, 2013.
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